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Dedication

For George




Epigraph

‘We do not know our own souls, let alone the souls of others. Human beings do not go hand in hand the whole stretch of the way. There is a virgin forest, tangled, pathless, in each; a snow field where even the print of birds’ feet is unknown.’ 

– Virginia Woolf, On Being Ill

‘No human being has ever stood so close to my soul as you stand.’

– James Joyce
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Introduction

Born to read minds?

What do we mean exactly when we say that someone ‘lacks empathy’? In the past, I never gave it much thought when I used the phrase casually, as most of us do: to describe someone whose lack of consideration for others was beyond the pale, like, say, Nigel Farage or a best friend’s ex-boyfriend. It was a catch-all shorthand for people who were unkind, rude or callous. The person who ‘lacked empathy’ was always the other – until I was diagnosed as autistic in my late twenties. Suddenly, it was me.

The diagnostic criteria for autism include difficulties in social communication and interaction. In the past, some experts have asserted that autistic people have these difficulties because they lack the ability to feel or express empathy. Though this hypothesis has been robustly challenged, and even outright rejected by some, it still shapes our cultural conception of autism. Today, the NHS describes autistic people as finding it ‘hard to understand how other people think or feel’.1 Renowned autism researcher Dr Uta Frith has argued that, while ‘most of us are born to read minds’,2 autistic people are missing a ‘gadget’ in our brains,3 which she describes as being like a satnav for emotional intelligence. Even the word ‘autism’ is taken from the Greek prefix aut-, meaning ‘self’. From its inception, our condition has been characterised as self-ism: a total fixation with, and inability to see beyond, ourselves.

Incidentally, around the same time I got my diagnosis, I was at the beginning of the long process of training to become a psychotherapist. I was a volunteer counsellor at a crisis helpline, where I offered support and reassurance to people struggling with everything from abuse to disordered eating to suicidal thoughts. I had completed my first year of counselling training and was in the process of applying for a master’s degree that would lead to my qualification. The contradiction was not lost on me. My spare time was dedicated to the practice and study of empathy – a fact that I struggled to reconcile with the diagnosis of a disorder that supposedly made me incapable of it. The self-doubt that already lurked in the shadows of my mind – a common feeling among trainee therapists – intensified. Was I pursuing a profession rooted in empathy to compensate for something that I naturally lacked?

Empathy, we’re told, is what makes us human. In his 2014 bestseller Empathy: Why It Matters, and How to Get It, the popular philosopher Roman Krznaric argues that without the sacred trait of empathy, ‘Mothers would ignore the hunger cries of newborn babies. Charities fighting child poverty would fold due to lack of donations. Few people would make the effort to help a person in a wheelchair trying to open a shop door. Your friends would yawn with boredom as you told them about your marriage breaking up.’4 In fact, he writes, ‘The capacity to empathise is one of the greatest hidden talents possessed by almost every human being.’ Among those who don’t have this ‘hidden talent’, Krznaric notes, are psychopaths and people on the autism spectrum. ‘Together they account for no more than around 2 per cent of the general population. The other 98 per cent of humanity is born to empathise and wired for social connection.’5

As of July 2020, there were around 7.8 billion people on the planet. This means that there were roughly 156 million autistic or psychopathic people meeting the criteria for a clinical diagnosis, if we follow the logic of Krznaric’s 2 per cent estimation. The actual prevalence of autism globally is unknown,6 with some studies suggesting that as many as one in four autistic children are undiagnosed7 – so the real figure may be significantly higher.

Krznaric waves away this 2 per cent as an aside. He casts out those who supposedly lack empathy, as I used to do myself, and implies that they’re bad people: people who do not donate to charity, hold doors open for others or feed their children. It is hopefully unnecessary to point out that these generalisations don’t hold true about hundreds of millions of autistic people. But perhaps even more concerning, to me, is the simplistic fairytale that empathy is something that some of us are ‘wired’ for, and others are not.

This depiction of empathy does us all a disservice. I imagine that, if you’re not autistic or otherwise neurodivergent, it feels soothing to hear that without having to self-reflect, work hard or cultivate any skills, you’re already predisposed to be empathetic – you were ‘born to read minds’, in Frith’s words. Meanwhile, those accused of lacking the correct wiring or gadgets are left with the impression that they are something less than human. This is, in itself, a barrier to empathy. It stops us from getting curious about other people’s experiences and building relationships with them.

There is a much kinder, more hopeful option. Empathy is not a passive personality trait that you are either born with or not; something you either possess or lack. It is something that all of us can access if we choose to. By expanding the definition of empathy to include everyone, and all our myriad, brilliant, strange expressions of it, we can only deepen our ability to empathise and connect with one another.

An uncomfortable label

My autism diagnosis didn’t come out of nowhere. I had experienced enough tumult, confusion and rejection in relationships that I had been driven to seek a psychiatric assessment in the first place. In fact, I had fought for the assessment, having faced my fair share of the dismissal and invalidation that autistic women often experience from medical professionals. Still, I wasn’t quite prepared for the cognitive dissonance that would fragment me on the day that I received a 45-page diagnostic report confirming what, on some level, I already knew.

In floods of tears, I called my partner at the time, who was at work, on his lunch break. I was sitting cross-legged, childlike, on the wide grey sofa in our east-London flat.

‘I got the report back from the psychologist, and she thinks I am,’ I managed to say. The word ‘autistic’ haunted our conversation but never crossed my lips. ‘Are you surprised?’

I remember him pausing, trying to work out the most diplomatic and gentle response. He opted for: ‘Yes and no.’

That ‘yes and no’ was an innocuous throwaway comment, but it came to define how I related to my diagnosis in the following months. I held the label of ‘autistic’ at arm’s length, cautiously, like it was a cat that was trying to scratch me. I didn’t tell anyone else about it for months.

After putting so much effort into getting my diagnosis, the last thing I expected was to feel resistant to embracing the label. This was what I wanted, wasn’t it? As I read the psychological report about myself, I felt an overwhelming sense of relief: I had at last been given a concrete reason why life had always felt hard-edged, too bright, ill-fitting. There was also profound grief, as I mourned what could have been done differently for my younger self, and a slight sense of alienation from myself, as in the report I saw my memories of playground rejections, my moody years of headphone-wearing teenage isolation, reframed as symptoms. Though I was relieved, I was not immune to the social conditioning that told me it was wrong to have a disordered mind. I felt, most unexpectedly, the sting of shame.

The quiet but persistent voice of internalised ableism whispered in my ear: Perhaps the report is wrong. When I’d first voiced my suspicions to the GP, after all, he had told me: ‘You can’t be autistic – you have friends’. I had a boyfriend, with whom I’d picked out the very sofa I sat on. I thought of myself as a kind and caring person; I listened when people spoke; I wanted to understand others. I was a voracious reader of fiction and watcher of soaps and romcoms. Writing these thoughts out now, they make me flinch. I know that none of these characteristics is at odds with being an autistic person. But ableism is a pervasive poison, and it seeps into us all, like smoke or microplastics. No matter how much I wanted the label, a lifetime of absorbing harmful messages about autism could not be easily undone. In the months after my diagnosis, as I kept it a tightly guarded secret, I became hyper-aware of the sharp dagger of these messages wherever I encountered them.

‘The caller was autistic,’ a helpline counsellor at the desk next to mine said matter-of-factly one day to a supervisor. ‘So he couldn’t talk about his feelings.’

I recoiled, wondering if the counsellor would have phrased it that way if she knew that an autistic person was sitting beside her. My job, like hers, was to talk to people about their feelings.

Not long afterwards, I went for dinner with a friend, who relayed the story of a new line manager she was struggling to get along with at work. He was blunt and stony-faced, despite her best efforts to charm him; his tone during a one-to-one meeting had felt so belittling that she’d left on the brink of tears.

In an effort to wrap her mind around the dynamic, my friend mused aloud, ‘It’s like he just doesn’t get how to act with other people at all – I think he might be somewhere on the spectrum.’

Under the table, I pressed my fingernails into my palm. If I had told her about my own secret diagnosis, would my friend make this blasé connection between being coldly unfeeling and being autistic? My friend, who knew me better than almost anyone else, who had felt the depth and heat of my own feelings – would she put me in that box too?

Each time I faced an interaction like this, my initial anger would soon curdle into fear. Maybe I wasn’t any good at talking about feelings. Maybe I was as stony and unsympathetic as the man my friend was talking about – and people spoke about me like this behind my back. My worry was fuelled by the impossibility of ever knowing for sure whether or not others felt as connected to me as I did to them. Have you ever considered, for example, whether everybody else in the world sees the same colour as you when they see the colour ‘red’? What if your ‘red’ and ‘blue’ are reversed for every other person in the world – how would you know? Similarly, the thought kept me awake at night that I could never truly understand what someone else’s sadness felt like. When it came to empathising, how could I ever be sure that I was getting it right?

As the months and eventually years went by, I found the courage to share my diagnosis with the people around me. Though I’d built this up in my mind to be a shocking revelation, I found that most friends and family members were fairly unsurprised – not to mention unwavering in their acceptance and compassion. I even began to gain more confidence in sharing my identity with casual acquaintances, which lead to heartwarming moments of connection as often as it did stranger responses. (A favourite example: a friend of a friend who, wine-drunk and wide-eyed, simply shook her head with a horrified stare and whispered: ‘No.’) I continued with my training as an openly autistic psychotherapist, and found myself to be far from an anomaly. The therapy profession is, in fact, teeming with neurodivergent practitioners, and conversations about neurodiversity are plentiful in psychotherapy spaces in the 2020s. 

But that stereotype of the cold, uncaring autistic person continued to follow me around. At the very beginning of my master’s degree in psychotherapy, I met with the university’s disability team, to discuss what support they could offer me. Following the appointment, the disability advisor sent some ‘teaching and learning support requirements’ to my new tutors, theoretically to let them know how best to support me in their classroom. They included this summary of my presumed difficulties with empathy: ‘Students with autistic spectrum condition may appear to have problems with social interaction and understanding, skills which may come more naturally to others … [including] difficulty putting themselves in “other people’s shoes”.’

I was horrified. Under the guise of ‘supporting’ me, I felt that the university’s disability team had done the equivalent of emailing my maths teacher to say, ‘Aimee cannot count’. To say that a counselling student will struggle to put themselves in other people’s shoes is to undermine everything they’re training for. My indignant email back to the disability team, asking them to reword the guidelines, went unanswered. And so, I entered my studies fiercely determined to prove that I could put myself in other people’s shoes as easily as anyone else. But I was always swimming upstream, fighting a narrative that overwhelmingly dominates academia, popular culture and beyond.

Human computers

In the popular imagination, autistic people are ‘human computers’: impossibly technically gifted, but emotionally stunted. In the US TV series The Good Doctor (2017), a young autistic doctor named Shaun Murphy is a clinical genius, and a social fool. In the pilot episode, another doctor objects to him being allowed to become a surgical resident, stating to a room full of board members: ‘A surgeon needs to communicate. Not just information – sympathy. Empathy. Can Dr Murphy do that?’ The question hangs in the air, unanswered; the clear implication is that Dr Murphy, of course, cannot be expected to empathise with his patients.

CBS’s long-running primetime comedy The Big Bang Theory (and its spin-off, Young Sheldon) provides one of pop culture’s most famous depictions of autism. Throughout the twelve seasons of the show, socially inept physicist Sheldon Cooper displays a deep lack of understanding and curiosity for the lived experience of others – to put it mildly. At his best friend’s wedding, Sheldon gives a speech that begins, ‘The need to find another human being to share one’s life with has always puzzled me. Maybe because I’m so interesting all by myself.’

The writers claim that Cooper isn’t canonically autistic (in the show, he says vaguely that he was tested as a child and not diagnosed). However, he’s frequently read as autistic by viewers, and the connection doesn’t seem accidental given the character’s rigid love of rules and routine, sensory issues and blunt demeanour. Some autistic viewers even champion him as a positive representation – there are many autistic people, after all, who do share his profile; for example, by being more interested in their special interests than social relationships. But Cooper is one in a long line of portrayals of a particular autism trope that we’ve seen over and over again. The message repeatedly and obsessively sent by popular culture is that autistic people cannot care for others. They can be mathematically, scientifically, technically brilliant – but we are never shown that they are loving, warm or kind.

These broad-brushstroke stereotypes have been established since autism was first defined as a medical condition. It was initially conceptualised, separately but simultaneously, by the Austrian-American psychiatrist Leo Kanner and Austrian doctor Hans Asperger in the 1940s, less than a century ago.8 Kanner and Asperger both characterised the young autistic people they studied as aloof and strange. The basis of their research was a search for the deficit in these people: what was it about them that made interacting with them so difficult for the doctors?

Writing in 1944, Asperger theorised: ‘Human beings normally live in constant interaction with their environment, and react to it continually. However, “autists” have severely disturbed and considerably limited interaction. The autist is only himself.’9

From the very outset of autism’s definition in Western medicine, we’ve been characterised as separate from ‘human beings’ and ‘normal’ behaviour. Of course, what goes unspoken in Asperger’s assessment of autistic children is the viewpoint of the children themselves. It’s impossible to know whether the young people described here actually feel limited; instead, what’s clear is that Asperger is the one who is disturbed by observing them.

Similarly, the idea that autistic people cannot empathise is based on external observations of how autistic people behave, rather than the self-reported experiences of autistic people. While autistic people have been characterised as self-contained and anti-social since the 1940s, the specific theory that autism involves a ‘lack of empathy’ was born in the 1980s. Like many millennials in the 2020s, it’s about due its mid-life crisis.

In 1985, a cohort of researchers established the ‘Theory of Mind’ (ToM) model of autism. This model suggests that the dominant, defining characteristic of autism is an inability to understand the minds of other people, or a lack of what’s known as ‘cognitive empathy’. Importantly, this is distinct from ‘affective empathy’, which is about having an emotional response to the emotions of others. Cognitive empathy is the skill of inferring what another person might be thinking, or simply understanding that their perspective is different from yours.

Dr Simon Baron-Cohen, one of the researchers behind this idea, went on to spend the next few decades developing the ToM model of autism. In 1995, he published the book Mindblindness, the title being his term for autistic people’s lack of ToM. In this book, he argues that humans have an innate and universal ability to ‘read minds’. In autistic children, he says, there’s a delay in developing this skill of ‘mind-reading’ or ‘mentalising’; we might learn it eventually, he argues, but not at the rate of what he calls ‘normal’ children.

Eight years later, Baron-Cohen built on this theory even further, with perhaps his most famous idea: the ‘extreme male brain’. In his 2003 book The Essential Difference, he argued that men’s brains are good at ‘systemising’, while women’s are good at ‘empathising’. Autism, he argued, was a kind of ‘extreme male brain’. According to this theory, the autistic person is far above average when it comes to understanding and creating systems, but haplessly unable to empathise.

In earlier works, such as Mindblindness, Baron-Cohen mostly focuses on autistic people’s inability to ‘read minds’, or what he describes as cognitive empathy. In The Essential Difference, his definition of empathy becomes more diffuse:

Empathising is the drive to identify another person’s emotions and thoughts, and to respond to them with an appropriate emotion. Empathising does not entail just the cold calculation of what someone else thinks and feels … Empathising occurs when we feel an appropriate emotional reaction, an emotion triggered by the other person’s emotion, and it is done in order to understand another person, to predict their behaviour, and to connect or resonate with them emotionally.10

This goes beyond ‘mentalising’ or ‘mind-reading’. It reaches out and touches our wider cultural ideas of empathy: empathy as caring about others, as being sensitive, as correctly identifying emotions, and showing so-called ‘appropriate’ emotional reactions yourself.

Since the 1980s, researchers have continued to look for the defect in autistic brains that would explain our supposed inability to empathise in these ways. It has variously been argued that autism entails a lack of cognitive empathy, affective empathy or both. It’s been hypothesised that we don’t have ‘Theory of Mind’, that we have ‘extreme male brains’, and that we have a fault in our brain ‘wiring’. These all remain unproven – and in fact, as we’ll see later in this book, widely debunked – theories. The more you search for a concrete reason why autistic people supposedly lack empathy, and for an objective definition of what ‘normal’ empathy is, the more elusive the answers become.

What is ‘normal’?

Autism research has largely begun to move on from ideas about ‘mindblindness’ in recent years. While these ideas still hold a lot of sway among some scientists, there has also been a boom of refreshing, exciting scholarship suggesting alternative theories about autism, increasingly being offered up by autistic people themselves. But there is still no one ‘God theory’ that explains how every autistic brain works. There is no single theory that accounts for the fact that for every autistic person who is non-speaking or minimally speaking, there is another who is hyper-verbal; for every autistic person who hates loud music and crowded dance floors, there is another who seeks them out; for every autistic person who reports experiencing little emotion or empathy, there is another person who is hypersensitive and easily overwhelmed by emotions.

The cold and clinical autistic stereotype has also started to give way to a new stereotype: the over-emotional empath. Many autistic people have declared themselves, in recent years, to have what is commonly referred to as ‘hyper-empathy’ – often used to describe experiencing others’ emotions so vividly, so porously, that it’s debilitating. In a checklist of ‘female’ traits of autism,11 which frequently goes viral online, autistic women are described as being extra-sensitive and ‘highly empathetic, sometimes to the point of confusion’.12 At the very furthest end of this empathy spectrum, a wildly popular American podcast named The Telepathy Tapes made the outlandish claim in 2025 that some non-speaking autistic people are telepathic savants who can, quite literally, read minds.

This narrative about autistic people being even more ‘born to read minds’ than neurotypical people strikes me as yet another form of stereotyping. It not only plays into an ableist stereotype of autism as a ‘superpower’, but it further entrenches this idea of empathy as something mechanical: a dial that can be turned up or down, a device that can be plugged or unplugged in your brain.

As a therapist, I’ve found that you can generally get closer to people if you don’t try so hard to categorise them. People don’t fit neatly into boxes. The real work of therapy is in the messiness of the in-between. Empathising often involves embracing ambiguity, contradiction and the greyest of grey areas. This is why I’m so drawn to the nuances of neurodiversity.

‘Neurodiversity’ is an idea that emerged from online communities of autistic people in the1990s.13 Attaching the prefix ‘neuro-’, meaning ‘brain’, to ‘diversity’, the idea is as simple as it seems: that there is diversity in the brains of human beings. Autism can be seen as a part of this natural diversity, as can many other forms of neurodivergence (that is to say, ways in which your brain might ‘diverge’ from what’s considered normal). People considered to be ‘neurodivergent’ include people with ADHD, personality disorders, dyslexia, schizophrenia, mental health problems, and more.

In the 2010s, the autistic academic Nick Walker developed this idea further by proposing something called ‘the neurodiversity paradigm’. Walker argued for a liberatory shift away from viewing neurodivergent people as disordered (through what he calls ‘the pathology paradigm’), and instead viewing them as part of the natural spectrum of variation in human brains. The neurodiversity paradigm looks at neurodiversity in the same way as other forms of diversity in society: it suggests that there is no ‘normal’ or ‘correct’ way to be a person, only positions of greater or lesser social power. It is not a disorder to be neurodivergent, Walker argues, any more than it might be a disorder to be queer – but it is a position of marginalisation and oppression in our society.14

It is important to bear in mind that it not being a disorder doesn’t mean that autism is not a disability. Being autistic in a neuronormative world is undoubtedly disabling, whether or not you believe that it is a medical disorder. There are many people who may be more profoundly affected by their neurodivergence than I am – those who can’t speak, or who struggle to control their physical movements, for example – who may rely on the medical model of autism to get the support they need, and who choose to understand their struggles as a disorder.

But there is something very freeing about questioning the rigid assumptions of the medical model of autism and other forms of neurodivergence, and embracing the expansiveness of the neurodiversity paradigm. When we start to question what institutions and stereotypes have taught us to believe about groups of people – not only autistic people, but people with personality disorders, schizophrenia and other forms of neurodivergence that carry the stigma of being a ‘social disorder’ or entailing a ‘lack of empathy’ – then we may find new ways to empathise with these people. We may even find new ways to think about empathy itself.

Reimagining empathy

Empathy is far from an exact science. Despite the certainty suggested by the idea of ‘mind-reading’, there is infinite variation and room for error in the ways you might relate to someone else, and the ways they might respond. I find this exciting. Certainty limits our capacity to dream up new perspectives, which limits empathy itself. So the title of this book, How to Read Minds, is a playful invitation to broaden our imaginative horizons, and a challenge to our old understanding of empathy. For none of us is born a mind-reader. If we accept that ‘mind-reading’ is impossible, and empathy is not a given for any of us, we’re left with one vital question: how can we all work to understand one another better?

In Chapter 1, we’ll begin by tracing the linguistic and cultural evolution of empathy, which is often broadly and loosely understood, to define our terms. Though there have been many attempts to codify and classify it, empathy remains an ambiguous concept. To empathise better, we have to begin by understanding the meaning of empathy itself.

In Chapters 2 and 3, we’ll look more closely at the psychology and neuroscience of empathy. Scientists have in the past formulated the concept of empathy by looking for the ways in which autistic people, and other people with psychological or neurological ‘defects’, might be ‘impaired’ in it. By letting go of the psychological framing of empathy as ‘mind-reading’, we can also let go of any assumptions we might make about what goes on in the minds of others. This frees us up to empathise more authentically, with tentative curiosity and a willingness to be wrong. And, by moving on from the narrative of empathy as a ‘gadget’ in the brain, we can also begin to understand how empathy as a process lives not just in our minds, but in our bodies too.

In Chapter 4, we’ll unpick society’s moralising about empathy. Is it necessary to be empathetic to be a good person? A lack of empathy is often blamed for some of society’s worst crimes, and people who commit harm are demonised with labels such as ‘narcissist’ and ‘psychopath’. But by being willing to embrace the grey areas of our moral worlds, and to humanise even those we morally disagree with, we can all become more empathetic.

In Chapter 5, we’ll explore how empathy intersects with power, and why it’s necessary to redress power imbalances to empathise. In the unjust world we live in, we all have different amounts of power, according to our race, gender, class, disability and other identities, and so nothing is politically neutral – including empathy. Those of us with more social power have a duty to unpick how that power blocks our empathy towards those of us with less. Deeply reflecting on the ways society influences our empathy, rather than denying its impact, can only improve our ability to build community.

Chapter 6 will take a closer look at the work that is required when it comes to building that community and strengthening relationships, drawing on lessons from psychotherapy and beyond. Unlike the cosy story of being ‘wired for social connection’, real empathy is hard work. But it’s also the most joyful kind of work there is. Of course, as a therapist, I believe that relationship-building is a key stepping stone to liberation and healing. So, by committing to working at empathy, we make a commitment to building a better world.

Fuelled by the fear that I might have some innate flaw that meant I was worse at empathising than other people, I have dedicated a significant part of my life to learning more about empathy and how to practise it. I wonder: how might things change if we all assumed that we were starting from the same novice perspective, and we all strived to get better at this? Instead of assuming that some of us are naturally gifted mind-readers, and others are not, we might open ourselves up to the endless contradictions, surprises and gifts of other people. Sometimes, this might feel dissonant and discordant – stepping outside of our comfort zones often does – but being brave enough to take that risk, and to imagine empathy differently, might bring us all closer together.




1

Defining empathy

It’s around 9 p.m. on a weeknight in the counselling room of a national crisis helpline. The room smells like hand sanitiser, and is padded out with the thrum of clacking keyboards, and several people saying ‘… and how does that make you feel?’ at varying pitches. At my desk, amid the crumbs of a half-eaten Pret sandwich, I’ve just said goodbye to a caller. I take off my headset, and walk silently out of the room. I shut myself inside a soundproof booth, meant for debriefs and private conversations. The second I’m inside, I hug my knees to my chest and sob.

The voice of the young man I was just speaking to is still ringing in my ears. He sounded at once so fragile, and so much tougher than he knew. He was working his way through the chaotic debris of a very recent bereavement; on the phone, I listened to him pick up pieces of his scattered consciousness and hold them up to the light, as if to say: Can you see this, too? Am I making any sense? What does it all mean? His voice was a tiny tremor, frequently broken by tears.

I had to be the stable, solid one while I shared that space with him. I looked at the fragments he shared with me, and validated him: Yes, I can see it. You’re making sense to me. I don’t know what it all means, but I’m here with
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